The results of the first phase of the four-phase STAR * D study were published in the January American Journal of Psychiatry. The study was designed to enhance understanding of how best to treat individuals who do notrespond to the first antidepressant they were prescribed (Psychiatric News, January 20).
One of the most useful aspects of the learning sessions is the opportunity to learn how other schools transformed their health systems to implement the collaborative project, according to Chung. He emphasized that the process of screening and evaluating students under the collaborative project is flexible enough to be adapted to each student health center with minimal disruption of therapy.
Minority Outreach Key Goal
Daniel Silverman, M.D., chief medical officer at Princeton University and executive director of Princeton University Health Services, told Psychiatric News that one of the major goals of the study is to help improve recognition and treatment of depression among minority students." They are less likely to seek help for depression than are other students," he noted.
Silverman, who is also a co-investigator on the project, pointed out that mental health problems tend to be the most serious ones in student populations.
"An increasing number of students arrive on college campuses with diagnosed depression, bipolar disorders, eating disorders, stress-related disorders," he said. "We believe in integrating medical and psychological services and in a more evidence-based and rigorous approach to mental health care than one typically finds on college campuses to improve detection and treatment of depression on college campuses." About 100 students from eight schools are enrolled in the project. Ultimately, however, each school hopes to track about 50 students who have depression.
Another of the project's goals is to reduce depressed students' PHQ-9 scores by at least five points over an eight-week period or to below 10 in a 12-week period.
The project is designed to allow clinicians to continue screening, treating, and referring students with depression at each school.
Students Receive Treatment More Quickly
Some may wonder whether increasing referrals to campus counseling centers, which are often overburdened with students in need of treatment, may only exacerbate that problem.
But this is not the case, according to Silverman, who said that standardizing the evaluation and referral of students allows those who need depression treatment to receive it more quickly as part of a more efficient process.
"When a student has an elevated PHQ-9 score in the primary care setting, we now have the ability to get the student treatment more quickly," he explained. At Princeton, for example, students with a score of 15 or more can be seen the same day by a mental health clinician on campus.
The project is also improving access to care for students at St. Lawrence University, near the Canadian border in New York, noted Patricia Ellis, R.N., director of health and counseling there.
Campus clinicians have screened nearly 90 percent of student walk-ins for depression, and those with elevated PHQ-9 scores get immediate referrals to a clinician in the same building. "We've met our goal for optimizing screening and treatment of our students for depression," Ellis said.
In one common scenario, students might go to the health center complaining of reduced appetite, sleeping problems, and general malaise before they are identified as suffering from depression. But many struggle with these symptoms without seeking help at all.
Standardized screening and referral "has helped us to be proactive in treating depression before it becomes a bigger issue," she noted.
Jerald Kay, M.D., chair of APA's Corresponding Committee on College Mental Health, said "given the increasing national concern over the mental health of college students, this project is timely and creative."
He noted that the potential "to enroll thousands of college students in the project and utilize best practices for depression" will provide valuable data and improve the mental health of college students across the country. ▪
